HEALTH CARE REFORM

Finding Health Care Prices Online-How Difficult Is It to Be an Informed Health Care Consumer?
In the US health care system many patients face high outof-pocket expenses because they either lack insurance or have enrolled in plans that carry high deductibles, coinsurances, or copays.
1,2 Although some experts contend these higher expenses will incentivize patients to be savvy shoppers and scrutinize the cost of their care, patients require easy access to health care prices to be cost-conscious consumers. 2 In this study, we used a systematic approach to describe what consumers find when they search for health care prices online, and to determine the availability of price information for common medical interventions. (Figure 1) . Overall, only 234 (17%) of sites provided geographically relevant price estimates, with the proportion varying significantly by intervention (χ = 22.9; P < .001) (Figure 2 ). The proportion of The number indicates the number of websites in the first 2 pages with a price in the geographic region queried. 
Methods
Quality-only sites
Price transparency sites are defined as sites whose goal it is to provide consumers with prices, often across multiple physicians. This includes state-run websites. Single physician/clinic websites are defined as sites for specific physicians, laboratory facilities, imaging centers, clinics, or hospitals. Quality-only sites are defined as sites that only provide quality information about either a provider, clinic, or hospital. No price information. Generic relevant information sites provide general information about either price transparency or the intervention in question, but without price information. Unrelated sites are sites that present information unrelated to the search. websites providing at least 1 geographically-relevant price estimate also differed by location (χ = 34.4; P < .001), ranging from 47 (27.3%) in Chicago to 12 (7.1%) in Baltimore. Although prices listed on the sites varied widely within interventions, most websites did not specify whether the price quoted was the consumer's out-of-pocket cost. As an example, when searching for prices in Chicago, upper GI endoscopy prices ranged from $875 to $3958, brain MRIs from $230 to $1950, cholesterol panels from $25 to $100, and hip replacements from $27 000 to $80 671.
Discussion | When searching for health care prices online, less than 1 in 5 websites yield local price estimates relevant to the intervention in question. This informational deficiency exists despite increased calls for price transparency and rising numbers of price transparency websites, reference pricing projects, and private insurer tools.
3 Moreover, few price transparency websites showed up in searches (either state or privately run) and most were only available for users with subscriptions. 4 This finding may indicate that price transparency websites have not optimized their position in search results, or that insurers and health care providers have little incentive to release their negotiated prices.
5
Our findings suggest that there is substantial room for improvement in providing consumers with ready access to health care prices online. Policy makers should consider mandating that payers and providers make these prices available to consumers.
6 Specific policies include mandating state all-payer claims databases, and better supporting and marketing state-run price transparency websites, such as the one in New Hampshire. Given the increasing number of Americans facing high out-of-pocket health care expenses, we need to promote policies that make it easier for them to determine the price of their medical care in time to inform their health care choices.
